expressing concerns about the quality and safety of prescribing by non-medical health professionals.
The decision to grant nurses extended prescribing rights was, appropriately, accompanied by the requirement for special training and accreditation. New prescribers undergo a minimum of 25 days formal instruction, including pharmacology and principles of prescribing, and 12 days of medically supervised prescribing practice, usually over a three-month period.
Some of the first nurses trained became 'supplementary' prescribers working alongside a doctor. This prescribing was later broadened to allow independent prescribing from a limited list of medicines for selected conditions. A formal evaluation of this program was completed in late 2004 by members of an academic nursing unit (rather than an independent research team). They found satisfactory competence, mostly appropriate prescribing and little evidence of unsafe practice. 1 No direct comparison was made with medical prescribers, but in other comparative studies very few differences have been detected, although clinical outcomes were not reported. 2, 3, 4 Perhaps what matters most is not the range of health professionals who may prescribe, but the adequacy of their training and continuing professional development. The extension of prescribing should be done with extreme care, adequate training and ongoing evaluation as the concept is very vulnerable to outside criticism. However, this brings into focus the competence of doctors and pharmacists -the current prescribers in our society. Prescribing worldwide is not uniformly of high quality (for example, overprescription of antibiotics) and until recently training in prescribing has been inadequate. One British medical student contrasted the full program provided for new nurse prescribers with the few hours of training in her own medical school. 5, 6 Retail pharmacists prescribe, dispense and sell so they have a potential conflict of interest. The sparse evidence that exists suggests that pharmacists -at least in the UK -do not make evidence-based recommendations about over-the-counter products. 7 The essential ingredients of prescribing competency start with an adequate diagnosis as, in its absence, all prescriptions are likely to be irrational. Specifying a therapeutic goal focuses the prescriber's intent. There must be an appreciation of the pharmacology of the drugs prescribed, whether from a limited or an extended list. Selection of a safe and cost-effective drug from those available can often be aided by evidence- 
letters
Letters, which may not necessarily be published in full, should be restricted to not more than 250 words. When relevant, comment on the letter is sought from the author. Due to production schedules, it is normally not possible to publish letters received in response to material appearing in a particular issue earlier than the second or third subsequent issue. Medical educators have belatedly awakened to the need to train students for the task of prescribing which, conservatively, will be undertaken at least 200 000 times in a general practitioner's career. The new computer-based prescribing curriculum assembled by the National Prescribing Service is being adopted by medical schools and has received positive support from teachers and senior medical students who have worked with it. 9 It may be useful for training other health professionals.
Any extension of prescribing must be evaluated using routinely generated data. In Australia, prescribing data are captured in pharmacists' computers, but only prescriptions for drugs listed on the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme are held in Commonwealth databases. This means that at least 20% of all prescriptions, whoever writes them, are not available for any form of evaluation. This has long been a major stumblingblock for the quality use of medicines. Our legislators appear powerless to take the simple steps needed to make complete, de-identified prescribing data available. This enabling step should be a prior requirement to any extension of prescribing rights.
